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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to propose a model of sense-making process based on case study of executive leaders. In order to 
understand the individuals’ transformation to cope with new organizational entry practices, we applied the concept of narrative 
repertoire. Through the case studies, it turned out the followings: 1) there are a variety of reference points, 2) one reference point 
is able to produce more than two interpretations, and 3) the interpretation of the same experience could change over the time. Based 
on these findings, we developed a model of sense-making process and provided two main implications. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to propose a model of sense-making process based on case study of executive leaders. 
In order to understand the individuals’ transformation to cope with new organizational entry practices, we applied the 
concept of narrative repertoire.  
Japanese business environment has confronted many challenges in the wave of rapid globalization. To attain 
sustainable growth for its companies, success in the global market is invaluable. It’s becoming a bigger issue that there 
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are only a limited number of talent who have enough experiences to keep up with such an environmental 
transformation. 
In order to handle such situation, many Japanese companies have launched “Next generation of leaders program” 
to provide employees with adequate education and trainings (Roumugyousei kenkyujyo, 2009). Nonetheless, it is far 
from smooth progress. According to the research, more than 85% of Japanese companies answered that there was still 
little success in developing next leaders (Recruit management solutions, 2013).  
To tackle the practical issue, many attempted to hire executive leaders from outside and the number of these cases 
has been increasing (Matsuzono, 2008). Hiring executive leaders from outside has recently started to draw attention 
in practice (Nikkei, 2014). However, since Japan has been known for its lifetime employment for decades, Japanese 
companies are not used to recruit and do not have adequate knowledge to accept executives from outside. Furthermore, 
few attention has been paid to newcomers’ adaptation and little research has been conducted.  
Entering a new organization for individual is to confront with many unfamiliar ways of doing things (Gundry and 
Rousseau, 1994). Not many of them have been able to meet companies’ expectations and smoothly adapt its new 
culture. There are great difficulties in adjusting to new organizational settings, which is one of the most important 
deciding factors for success. Through those issues, understanding and identifying the mechanism of how he/she adapts 
and copes with new organizational settings are urged and required in order to compete in the global markets. 
In this research, we focus on the evolution of individual’s self-narratives to understand the mechanism. Self-
narratives are powerful instruments for constructing a “transition bride” (Ashforth, 2001). Generally, people transform 
self-narratives to adjust new surroundings. Being flexible with revising self-narratives is considered as one of the most 
important key factors to smoothly adapt to new organizational settings. 
According to Ibbara and Barbulescu (2010), the variability of self-narratives are provided by a narrative repertoire 
that informs and guides self-narratives and successful completion of the transition is facilitated by enduring and 
coherent repertoire changes. Furthermore, narrative repertories allow people to develop self-narratives by choosing 
the most suitable repertories according to the context and purpose of the interaction. Therefore, having a variety of 
narrative repertoires leads to active and flexible selection of self-narratives in any given circumstance.  
Moreover, Ibbara and Barbulescu (2010) noted that narrative repertoires consist of previously told stories through 
individuals’ experiences and other social interactions. In terms of focusing experiences in an organizational entry 
practice, there is a study field of organizational socialization. Understanding and identifying the mechanism of how 
he/she adapts to and copes with new organization settings are considered as key issues in organizational socialization. 
When beginning work, the individual passes from outsider to newcomer and enters the encounter stage (Louis, 
1980). Newcomers often attach meanings to action, events, and surprises in the new setting (Louis, 1980).  A sense-
making is concerned with how individuals understand or assign meaning to experiences (Kramer, 2010).  However, 
there exists only a limited number of research which focus on either the mechanism of individuals’ transformation or 
the rewriting of self-narratives in the new organization settings, for the sake of understanding their adaptation process. 
Therefore, as a research question, visualizing the mechanism of sense-making process helps us to understand the 
individual’s transformation. With this research question, we propose a model of sense-making process which engages 
in narrative repertoires by focusing on revising self-narratives by examining the case study. In this research, to describe 
the model, five corporate executive leaders moving across the organizational boundaries were interviewed by applying 
narrative approach. Through the case study, it turned out the followings: 1) there are a variety of reference points, 2) 
one reference point is able to produce more than two interpretations, and 3) the interpretation of the same experience 
could change over the time. Based on these findings, we developed a model of sense-making process. 
This article comprises five main sections. In the first section we clarify our motivation of this study. In the second 
section, we review the features of narrative repertoires and provide the differentiation between our focus area and the 
previous research of sense-making process in organizational socialization. In the third section, we show our case study 
of interviewing executive leaders and provide some results of the study. In the fourth section, we propose a model of 
sense-making process, based on the case studies and related researches. And in the final section to this article, we 
discuss our model and provide implications and limitations. 
2. Related Research 
In this chapter, we review the features of narrative repertoires and provide the differentiation between our focus area and the 
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previous research of sense-making process in organizational socialization.       
2.1. The features of narrative repertoires 
In changing over the new organizational settings, individuals encounter various situations where he/she needs to 
explain themselves. Ibbara and Barbulescu (2010) noted that narrative repertoires consist of previously told stories 
through individuals’ experiences and other social interactions to convey them or vary their form from old settings to 
new settings. They also noted that those repertories transform as people retain new stories about meaningful events 
that occur in the course of the transition and/or reinterpret past events which lead people to revise old stories to new 
stories to be more suitable and appropriate in the new organizational settings. 
Ibbarra and Barbulescu (2010) further described that the key of the evolution process of narrative repertoires is its 
variety and coherence. A varied narrative repertoire allow people to customize stories to specific audiences (Brown, 
2006). Having access to a variety of narrative repertoires may also be critical for accomplishing rewriting and/or 
revising self-narrative flexibly to adjust the new surroundings. However, the more varied the narrative repertoire, the 
greater the possibility for situational adaptation and innovative response, but, at the same time, variety increases the 
danger of inauthenticity across different episodes (Ibbara & Barbulescu, 2010). 
2.2. Sense-Making Process in Organizational Socialization 
In terms of focusing experiences in an organizational entry practice, there is a study field of organizational 
socialization. Organizational socialization refers to the process through which newcomers make the transition from 
being organizational outsiders to insiders and an individual acquires the values, abilities, expected behaviors, and 
social knowledge essential to assume an organizational role (Van Maanen and Schein, 1979). Dealing with entry 
practices smoothly is one of the key factors to be accepted by the new organizational settings.  
Sense-making is an alternative approach to studying organizational encounter understanding the environment by 
assigning meaning (Kramer, 2010) and is concerned with how individuals understand or assign meaning to 
experiences (Kramer, 2010). Sense-making generally involves experiencing something and retrospectively assigning 
meaning to it (Weick, 2001). According to Louis (1980), an important part of sense-making during encounter is 
understanding or making sense of the difference between new and old settings. She also noted that sense-making can 
be viewed as a recurring cycle comprised of a sequence of events occurring over time. Moreover, Weick (1995) noted 
that sense-making is not an individual process, but a collective process in which individuals intersubjectively create 
meaning for a situation. Therefore sense-making process should be required continuing and interacting with each other 
over the time. 
According to previous literatures, Louis (1980) presented a sense-making framework in terms of newcomer’s 
organizational entry as figure 1. She described the sense-making process with which individuals cope their entry 
experiences by focusing on what newcomers need during sense making in a new organizational setting. It turned out 
that there were four significant inputs which required to assess the experience of newcomers such as others’ 
interpretations, local interpretation schemes, predispositions and purposes, and past experiences. Even though there 
were significant findings for theoretical and practical implications, the sense-making process of individual adaptation 
to new organizational settings requires consistency and interaction. 
On the other hand, there is another previous research. Ibbara and Barbulescu (2010) proposed a process model in 
which people draw from narrative repertoires, focusing on individual’s narrative forms of expressing and claiming 
identity to understand individual’s identity change in a new work role.  In their research, though they focused on the 
evolution of the narrative repertories, there are still no clear understanding of the mechanism of developing sense-
making. There is yet few research which focuses on either the mechanism of individuals’ transformation or the 
rewriting of self-narratives in the new organizational settings, aiming to understand their adaptation process. 
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Fig. 1. Sense making in organizational entry (Louis, 1980) 
3. Case Study 
In this chapter, we show our case study of interviewing executive leaders. In this case study, five corporate 
executive leaders in a variety of industries were interviewed by applying narrative approach. Followings are method 
and result of our cases.  
3.1. Method 
This research intensively conducted from November to December 2013. Five corporate executive leaders working 
in a variety of industries in Japan were interviewed by applying narrative approach. By using our professional 
networks, we carefully selected those executive leaders just after them being hired from outside the current companies.  
The profile of the interviewees are shown in Table 1. Their age ranged from 41 to 51 years old and their positions 
were in upper management layers which we define as an executive leader level. They have changed their jobs more 
than three times so far. Their current types of businesses and professions vary. In order to protect their privacy, the 
description was simplified on this table. 
Table 1. The profile of interviewees 
Interviewee age Position # of experienced 
companies 
Current type of business Profession 
A 44 Director 4 Logistics company Logistics 
B 41 CFO 7 High-end consumer products company Finance 
C 51 Director 3 Telecom company Research, corporate planning 
D 42 Director 3 IT company Engineer, corporate planning 
E 41 CFO 4 Consulting firm Finance 
 
Currently, narrative approach has drawn attention to examine and identify subjective issues in organizational 
behavior (Kato, 2012). Narratives are written or verbal accounts with a focus on common themes or issues which also 
link a set of ideas or a series of events (Gabriel, 2004). Narratives are fundamental to the way in which we think about 
ourselves and how we interact with one another (Ochs, 1997), and Weick (1995) and Brown (2004) have also noted 
how they are integral to the process of sense making in organizations. Narrative analysis can also provide insight into 
how meaning is socially constructed and action is generated (Brown, 2004). Therefore, in terms of understanding 
sense-making process, the narrative approach provides us with a useful clue to reveal it. 
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The Interviews lasted from one and a half to three hours, and one to two times per person. Each interview was 
conducted by semi-structured questions and focused on their story telling of their experiences. Regarding the 
interviews, we first asked their career paths in chronological order. These are some of main questionnaire we 
interviewed; “Could you describe your career paths in chronological order?” “Do you have any self-created 
movement?” “What made you to think about moving to another company?” “Do you have any experience in which 
you had difficulties to cope with new organizational settings?” “What was the most challenging event which you went 
through in new organization?” “How did you deal with that at that time?” 
They were all recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interview transcripts were analyzed and coded using 
grounded theory. Throughout this research, we provided full consideration to their privacy. 
3.2. Result 
By examining the five cases, it turned out that there were certain points to which individuals refer. The points 
provide individual with meanings of own experience happened to encounter at the time. Individuals recognized that 
there were some specific episodes and/or things to which they always refer before them determining of the meaning 
on the experiences. Through examining our cases, we named them reference points.  
The common ground of reference points are the followings. First, there are a variety of reference points. Some of 
them use only one word “death”, “dismiss”. Others quote their previous experience such as “I was able to complete 
the final account report only by myself despite the mess of merger of the company.” Another person used the story 
for a reference point which was already shaped for his own interpretation; “It was really challenging to me but it made 
my career strong”.  
Second, the data suggests that one reference point is able to produce more than two interpretations. And it is 
considered that individuals select one which seems most suitable to be adapted by listeners at the moment and could 
change flexibly depending on the person talking to. Moreover, the variety of the interpretations increase depending 
on the frequency of interaction between individuals and others. 
Third, the interpretation of the same experience could change over the time. The interpretation is most likely 
rewritten at the moment of interaction with consistent manner through the process. For example, they tend to say “I 
thought that experience was …, but when I look back the moment, I think that was …” 
4. Sense-Making Model for Organizational Socialization 
In this chapter, we propose a model of sense-making process, based on above case study and related researches 
described earlier in the previous research section, which can visualize the individuals’ transformation in terms of 
adapting new organizational settings in the following section. 
4.1. Conceptual model of sense-making process 
The structure depicted in Figure 2 shows the conceptual sense-making process based on the chronological order. 
A solid arrow shows the flow of the time from the past through the future. At first, individual meets an event and that 
leads a certain outcome. Then individual puts most reasonable meaning on it. 
 
 
Fig. 2. The Conceptual Model of Sense-Making Process: A 
147 Kumiko Ito and Takehiro Inohara /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  172 ( 2015 )  142 – 149 
4.2. New model of sense-making process 
Based on Figure 2, we propose a new model of the sense-making process in Figure 3 
In Figure 3, an arrow shows the flow of the time and a dashed arrow illustrates direction of the effectiveness. “a”, 
“a’” and “b”, “b’” are the cognitive reference points which individuals put a reasonable meaning on the outcomes for 
sense-making. With considering the key factors of making sense which we mentioned above in the related research 
section, which are interaction and continuity, and our findings above, the reference point is highly influenced by other 
experiences, which should be included into sense-making process. 
 
 
Fig. 3. A Model of Sense-Making Process 
For instance, a reference point “a” delivers some influence to “b”. “a” varies to “a’” according to the influence 
from “b”. Therefore, the reference points themselves are interacting and reflecting each other in order to be consistent 
with individual’s narrative story at the moment. Moreover, since Bateson (2004) noted that people have not one but 
many coexisting self-narratives that ensure a flexible presentation of self, reference point shall induce more than two 
meanings such as sense-making A’ and A”. 
5. Discussion 
This study aims to propose a model of sense-making process based on case studies of executive leaders in order to 
understand the individuals’ transformation to cope with new organizational entry practices, focusing on the 
interpretation of experiences that individuals encountered. In this chapter, we discuss the findings by examining the 
model we proposed.  
By examining our case studies, it turned out that there were certain reference points to which individuals refer and 
compare to interpret the experiences. Through our model, it could explained that reference points are changing with 
influencing by each other, and produce other interpretations which fit the individual’s current situation. Moreover, in 
successful transition to new organizational settings, individual may actively develop or generate the reference points 
which can guide them to consistent story that they can be seemed easily accepted and effective by new organizational 
settings, whether conscious or unconscious.  
The interpretation vary over time with not only reference point itself changes or not.  And one reference point may 
produce varied interpretation. Having many coherent interpretations make individuals more useful narrative 
repertories, which could provide them with a variety of self-narratives. 
According to Ibbara and Barbulescu (2010), narrative repertoires consist of previously told stories. In that case, 
reference points could entail already shaped interpretations before. Beyer and Hannah (2002) also noted that adjusting 
to new work settings is harder when people cannot draw on their past as a resource for present sense-making. 
Therefore, more interpretations could produce more reference points. Expanding the range of interpretations and 
increasing diversity of reference points create a virtuous cycle, which could make a significant contribution to cope 
with new organizational settings. 
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5.1. Implications  
Through our researches, there are following several implications for both theoretical and practical.  
Since little is known about the sense-making process focusing on individual’s transformation in order to adjust to 
the new organizational settings, our model provide companies with understanding of their adaptation process which 
could be useful hints to reconstruct human resource management systems.  
There are two main implications to be flexible with revising self-narrative to adjust smoothly to new organizational 
settings. The first is developing and/or changing reference points consistently by themselves according to their new 
settings, which can be seemed easily accepted. The second is whether individuals can increase and expand the range 
of interpretations for one reference points. In another word, having diversified perspectives for making sense plays a 
key role to adjust new surroundings. 
Ibbara and Barbuescu (2010) noted that a narrative repertoire helps individual complete the transition, internalizing 
the new work identity and penetrating the informal inclusion boundaries of a new organizational setting. 
Understanding and identifying the mechanism of how he/she adapts to and copes with new organizational settings are 
urgently required by Japanese society in order to compete in the global markets.  We believe that this study plays 
significant roles on theoretical and practical contributions. 
5.2. Limitations 
This study proposed a model of sense-making process based on case studies of executive leaders. Through the 
study, we provided the significant implications above.  
However, since the implications for research and practices are based on the assumption through our study, there 
are some possibilities that this model might not always be applied to others. Regarding the future research directions, 
we would like to gain the number of samples in order to improve our model and examine the influence of interactions 
among reference points.  
Also another area in which future research is needed is the studying the relevance between time and interactions of 
experiences. In terms of understanding the process of sense-making, we need to focus on the influence of the time of 
flow depending upon the interpretations of experiences. 
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